CHAPTER XIII
THE LAND OF PRESTER JOHN
(QUDSHANIS)
MOST of us have some recollection of the legend of " Prester
John/' particularly in the version given in "Ariosto "; the
legend of a Christian king ruling his people in the midst
of infidels ; a king who was yet a priest and who celebrated
Mass regularly; who had a kingdom in the midst of wild
inaccessible mountains, girdled by cloud and storm; and
who was tormented by the harpies that came daily and
snatched the food from his table. We read, too, how he
was visited by the wandering English knight Astolpho, and
how that hero drove away the harpies by the blast of his
magic hom.
It sounds a staggering statement to make, but it is never-
theless the truth, that all these stories told by the Italian
poet as legends current in his day, are literally the fact in
all essentials (or were so until very lately), with the Patriarch
of the Nestorians in Kurdistan. He is the " Bishop-Prince "
of a mountain kingdom of Christians ; subject to the Sultan
of course, but still a recognized ruler, and ruler by virtue
of his Episcopal rank.. Even the mountains over which
the hippogrif bore Astolpho were hardly more inaccessible
than those which girdle the village of Qudshanis; while a
very good imitation of the harpies that tormented Prester
John are found in the Kurds that ravage the land. English
visitors are there too, as members of what is known as the
" Archbishop's Assyrian Mission ; " * though they, alas,
have no magic horn with which to drive away the harpies
of to-day.
* See the Preface,
262